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and the treaty of 1824/5 the affairs of the Russian American Company, never too prosperous, had gone from bad to \vorse. In spite of its monopolistic position, and perhaps because of it, the company experienced extreme financial difficulties and was hopelessly in debt to the government. In the late 1840Ts7 with the opening of Chinese ports to foreign commerce, the company's fur trade with China, on which it largely depended, dwindled at an appalling rate, while the inferior grade of the pelts produced by the Russian colonies made it difficult for them to compete successfully with foreign furs in the more exacting western European markets. There was much inefficiency and mismanagement. Russian colonies in America, according to the report of an interdepartmental committee (May, 1863) "present a picture of complete stagnation in all matters of colonization, industry, commerce, and citizenship; in general, the Company has not justified the confidence placed in it by the government."
Political considerations in favor of the sale of Alaska were no less weighty. It was realized in St. Petersburg that the colonies could not be defended and that sooner or later they would be annexed either by the United States or by Great Britain. At the beginning of the Crimean War the belief in the inevitability of a British attack on Alaska led to the fictitious transfer, for a period of three years (May 1, 1854, to May 1, 1857), of the properties of the Russian American Company to an American company, thus putting them under the protection of the American flag. This subterfuge proved unnecessary. A convention of neutrality negotiated by the Russian American Company and the neighboring British Hudson's Bay Company was ratified by the British and the Russian governments; under this arrangement the territories held by the two companies were excluded from the sphere of military operations. "This act of magnanimity seemingly incompatible with British selfishness had a secret motive," Stoeckl wrote to Gorchakov five years later (December 23, 1859). "It was rumored at the time that we intended to sell the colonies to the United States, and it was in order to prevent this transaction that the British government ratified the convention/5 From 1854 on, the sale of Alaska to the United States was informally discussed by St. Petersburg and Wash-
15 See pp. 690-692. A good account of the history of the Russian American Company and of Russo-American relations up to 1867, based on Russian archives, will be found in S. Olcun, Rossiisko-Amerkanskaia Kompaniia (The Russian American Company) (Moscow-Leningrad, 1939).